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the world of ideas. Helmholtz described in a letter to his
wife how, when staying with Thomson, "it was all very
friendly and unconstrained, Thomson presumed so much
on his intimacy with them that he always carried his
mathematical notebook about with him, and would begin
to calculate in the midst of the company if anything occurred
to him, which was treated with a certain awe by the party.
How would it be if I accustomed the Berliners to the same
proceeding? But the greatest na'ivete of all was when, on
the Friday he had invited the party to the yacht and then
as soon as we were under way, and everyone was settled as
securely as might be in view of the rolling, he disappeared
into the cabin to make calculations, while the company were
left to entertain each other so long as they were in the vein;
but you may imagine that they were not very lively. I
amused myself by strolling up and down the deck, 'in
schwankender AnmuthV
Helmholtz should have been a keen judge of such
behaviour, as his wife, whose opinion he probably shared,
has written that "I have set myself all my life against a low
level of social environment, and kept it away wherever it
was not imposed on me. I have held good manners and a
mental equipment superior to my own in some aspect, or
interesting at the least, to be the first requirement of social
intercourse. In this respect one cannot afford to be modest
unless one means to drop into mediocrity."
The eminent Scotsman did not possess the philosophic
ability of the eminent German's wife for rationalizing his
egoism. Thomson's egoism was direct, but Helmholtz's
was adorned by a theoretical foundation. Faraday solved
the same problem by renouncing social intercourse, the
least disagreeable of the three methods by which these great
men secured time for their own interests. The behaviour of
all of them is evidence of their social limitations. Thomson
was debarred from supreme scientific achievement by his
lack of feeling for the tendencies of scientific thought. He
could climb over immense mountains of scientific difficulties,
but when he reached a peak he was unable to guess what
lay beyond the enveloping mist. He was conscious only